The Magic of A.C. Gilbert

Reader’s Theater

by

Robert Young
Cast of Characters
Alfred Carlton Gilbert – our hero

Narrator 1

Narrator 2

Narrator 3

Reader 1 – Hermann the Great, traveling show manager, Council member 1, sound effects

Reader 2 – A.C.’s mother, Mary Gilbert, Council member 2, sound effects

Reader 3 – A.C.’s father, Council member 3, sound effects

[This cast consists of seven students. To involve more students, increase the number of narrators and divide up the Readers’ responsibilities.]

Narrator 1: Salem, Oregon; February 15, 1884
Narrator 2: The day Alfred Carlton Gilbert was born, his parents could not have known the magic he would bring to the world.  
Narrator 3: As a child, Alfred – called Gillie – whirled through the days racing tricycles, playing hooky, or planning a parachute jump off the roof of his house.
Narrator 1: Magic tricks kept Gillie’s hands busy.  From the day he earned his first magic kit, he loved doing tricks and practiced them hour after hour, day after day.  

Alfred Carlton Gilbert: Step right up!... 
Narrator 2: …he’d say and his friends would gather around and watch as Gillie made coins disappear right before their eyes!
Sound effects: Oooooo! Ahhhhh!

Narrator 3: When Hermann the Great came to town, Gillie sat in the sold-out audience.   His face lit up as the famous magician performed, and then his jaw dropped when Hermann invited him onto the stage.  
Narrator 1: Gillie watched, spellbound, as Hermann pulled a rabbit right out of the boy’s pocket! 

Hermann the Great: Don’t you wish you could do things like this?... 

Narrator 2: …Hermann asked.
Alfred Carlton Gilbert: I can…  
Narrator 3: …answered Gillie, and reached for a deck of cards, then…

Narrator 1: PRESTO!

Narrator 2: …made it disappear as cheers filled the hall.

Sound effects: (clapping) Yaaay!

Narrator 3: When the Gilberts moved to Idaho, 8-year-old Gilley did not slow down to life in a small town. 

Narrator 1: He coaxed his two brothers to help him make a gymnasium in the barn so he could build up his small, slender body.  
Narrator 2: Gilley spent hours each day practicing his favorite activity, bag-punching.  Soon, he became an expert. 

Narrator 3: One day the manager from a traveling show came to the gym to watch him.  
Traveling show manager: Show me what you can do, kid…

Narrator 1: …the man said.

Narrator 2: Gillie began hitting the bag…

Sound effects: …thap-thap-thap-thap-thap…

Narrator 2: …in perfect rhythm – first with his fists, then with his elbows, knees, head, and feet.  Finally, he put on a blindfold and punched the bag without missing a beat.

Traveling show manager: How old are you son?...
Narrator 3: …the man asked.

Alfred Carlton Gilbert: Twelve.
Traveling show manager: I’ve never seen anything like it!...
Narrator 3: …the man exclaimed.  Then he hired Gillie as the “Champion Boy Bag-Puncher of the World” at fifteen dollars a week.  Gillie packed his bags and joined the show.
Narrator 1: The job lasted less than a week - the time it took Gillie’s father to find him and take him home.
Narrator 2: Gillie’s job ended, but not his life in sports.  He kept practicing, and it paid off with world records.

Narrator 3: After he moved to Connecticut to study medicine at Yale, Gillie wrestled to a national championship and pole-vaulted to an Olympic gold medal.

Narrator 1: He kept practicing magic, too. Now known as A.C., he performed at parties and clubs, earning up to $100 a night (equal to about $2,000 today). 
Narrator 2: A.C. started a business making and selling boxed sets of magic tricks. The money he earned helped him pay for college and support his new wife, Mary.
Narrator 3: When A.C. graduated from college, his parents traveled all the way from Oregon to attend the ceremony.

A.C.’s mother: We’re so proud of you…

Narrator 1: …his mother told him.
A.C.’s father: You will make a fine doctor… 
Narrator 2: …said his father.
Alfred Carlton Gilbert: But I don’t want to be a doctor…

Narrator 3: …A.C. told them.
Alfred Carlton Gilbert:  I want to keep selling boxes of tricks.  
Narrator 1: A.C.’s parents were disappointed, but they knew their son had the magic to be a success in whatever he tried.

Narrator 2: And they were right: A.C. sold many boxes of magic tricks.  

Narrator 3: But he wasn’t satisfied.  A.C. wanted to expand into the toy business.  All he needed was an idea.
Narrator 1: The idea came in the fall of 1911 as A.C. rode the train home from New York City.  He couldn’t wait to share it that night with Mary.
Mary Gilbert: What is it, A.C.?...
Narrator 2: …Mary asked when A.C rushed into the house that night.

Alfred Carlton Gilbert:  We passed a construction site! They had cranes there, lifting steel beams and making giant towers!”
Narrator 3: Mary smiled, knowing that A.C. was up to something.  Just like always.  

Alfred Carlton Gilbert: We can make toy construction kits!...

Narrator 1: …he said.  

Alfred Carlton Gilbert: Kids will love them! 
Narrator 2: A.C was right.  Kids loved the kits, called Erector Sets.  Thousands sold, making him a rich man. 

Narrator 3: Just when the future looked the brightest for the A.C. Gilbert Company, trouble came.  
Narrator 1: The Great War – World War I.  
Narrator 2: President Wilson created a council to make sure the troops had enough supplies to fight.  
Narrator 3: The council made a plan: American companies – including toy companies – would make war supplies.  No toys would be made and sold in 1918.  
Narrator 1: But what about Christmas? What about the children? That would be like canceling the holiday! 
Narrator 2: Toymakers would have to do something.

Narrator 3: But what?
Narrator 1: They decided to send someone to Washington D.C. They would send the man who had the magic to change the council’s mind… 
Narrators 1, 2, 3: …A.C. Gilbert!
Alfred Carlton Gilbert: Toys are fun, but more than that…

Narrator 2: …A.C told the council.  

Alfred Carlton Gilbert: They start children on the road to construction, not destruction.
Narrator 3: A.C. went on, telling them toys help children learn and grow. Toys help children choose their future jobs, and their work helps make America great! 
Narrator 1: Then A.C. opened some packages he had brought. 

Narrator 2: Inside them were toys…

Narrator 3: a steam engine, tin soldiers, a magic kit, a submarine, an Erector Set.  
Narrator 1: That’s when the magic happened. Men became boys again as they took the toys to the floor and played. And, they talked.
Council member 1: I learned about engineering playing with a steam engine.
Council member 2: Where can I buy a submarine like this?
Council member 3: Toys appeal to the heart of every one of us, no matter how old we are.
Narrator 2: When the men stopped playing, they made a decision…

Narrator 3: Toymakers could keep making toys.  Christmas would not be canceled!  
Narrator 1: After this, his greatest magic, A.C. kept making toys that helped kids think and learn.  
Narrator 2: New Erector Sets, science kits, and electric trains made the company a great success…

Narrator 3: …and A.C. Gilbert one of America’s most famous toymakers.
